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Climate change puts at risk what people value in their everyday lives, with evidence of harm and
suffering already taking place across all regions of the world. As societies slowly come to grips
with the possibility of not being able to save everything that is valued, there is an urgent need to
identify what is most important for individuals and groups, to prioritise action and prevent or
minimise intolerable losses. Yet, people’s priorities vary greatly; individual choices are contingent
on what people hold dear in the places they inhabit, which in turn is shaped by their positioning
in society and everyday experiences with harm and loss. In this article, we draw on recent
epistemological and ontological engagements with climate adaptation and loss from the social
sciences to examine how individuals consider their options to protect what they value most in the
face of climatic impacts. Drawing on 80+ interviews with residents along an urban–rural transect
in Western Australia, we first demonstrate the complex and dynamic nature of individual
decision-making ‘worlds’. We do this by using an innovative methodology that allows participants
to visualise their value trade-offs, in the present and the future. We then examine similarities and
differences between these worlds to show where priorities converge and diverge. We argue that
attention to intersecting, conflicting, and potentially uncomfortable processes of prioritisation,
and the losses and omissions they (re)produce, provide crucial entry points to negotiate adap
tation and navigate risks within and across communities in ways that are inclusive, fair, and
sustainable.

1. Introduction
Climate change threatens lives and livelihoods, putting at risk what people value in their everyday lives. Even if global emission
targets are met, societies need to adapt to and manage the risks posed by ongoing warming trajectories and associated negative impacts
and harm (IPCC, 2018). Yet, the ability of people and ecological systems to adapt to climatic hazards is not inexhaustible (Mechler
et al., 2020). On the ground, climate change intersects with existing biophysical, socioeconomic, and cultural realities that may well
push individual and collective adaptive capacities to a limit beyond which it is no longer possible to protect and rescue what is valued
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most, leading to irreversible and intolerable losses (Dow et al., 2013; Klein et al., 2014; McNamara et al., 2021).
Societies are slowly coming to grips with the fact that adaptation will not be successful for every-one everywhere (Tschakert et al.,
2017). Certain losses are inevitable, with hard and soft limits of adaptation (Crosweller and Tschakert, 2020; Mechler et al., 2020), and
climate-induced harm and suffering already occurring across the world (see McNamara and Jackson, 2019; Pearson et al., 2021;
Tschakert et al., 2019). This scholarship exposes the myriad ways people encounter risk and harm from climate change and other
stressors in their day-to-day lives, leading to differential financial or physical losses (e.g., crop failures and property destruction).
Ample evidence also points to equally important intangible (or non-material, non-economic) losses, including the loss of social
cohesion, sense of place, and identity (Ayeb-Karlsson et al., 2021; Barnett et al., 2016; McNamara et al., 2021; Pearson et al., 2021;
Tschakert et al., 2019; 2017).
These intangible, less visible ways of experiencing and navigating threats, risk, and harm are central to how individuals and groups
make sense of the uncertain world around them while securing the resources necessary for a good life (Preston, 2017). Research
demonstrates that non-material dimensions are critical for understanding how people are affected by climate change and how they
structure their decision making to buffer themselves against multiple and intersecting pressures, based on what is most precious to
them (Amundsen, 2015; Graham et al., 2018; Wolf et al., 2013). Yet, these intangible dimensions remain largely obscured and
undervalued in both standard monetary loss metrics and sectoral adaptation plans (Adger et al., 2009; Boda et al., 2021; Johnson et al.,
2021; McNamara et al., 2021; Preston, 2017; Serdeczny et al., 2018) that prioritise economic interests over place-based well-being and
livelihood security (Barnett, 2020; Eriksen et al., 2021; Henrique & Tschakert, 2020).
A growing body of literature argues that, to overcome such assessment biases and their effects – most harmful for historically
marginalised groups –, adaptation policy and practice must recognise the diverse values, interests, and experiences of those directly
affected by climate change (Eriksen et al., 2021; Robinson, 2013; Veland et al., 2018). Sustainable, just, and effective adaptation
entails inclusive and deliberative decision-making processes that embrace difference, tensions, and conflict (Ensor et al., 2021; Harris
et al., 2018; Henrique & Tschakert, 2020; Malloy and Ashcraft, 2020; Ziervogel, 2019). The goal is to create spaces where different
actors can negotiate priorities and trade-offs based on what is important to them individually and collectively, address histories of
exclusion, violence, and erasure, and pursue compromises while averting and minimising suffering. Yet, further work is needed to
identify the multitude of values and priorities people express, and to understand how they can inform inclusive and fair negotiations
and deliberate societal transformation in the context of climate-induced and intangible losses (Boda et al., 2021; Roberts and Pelling,
2020).
To address this challenge, we build on recent scholarship on loss and damage from the social sciences (Barnett et al., 2016;
Henrique and Tschakert, In Press; McNamara et al., 2021). These contributions advance new avenues to ground climate change and its
consequences in everyday realities and understand the decisions people make based on what they value. To date, literature on
intangible harms has brought attention to co-occurring and context-sensitive dimensions of loss through typologies and category
listings (e.g., Serdeczny et al., 2018), group and community-based value assessments (Graham et al., 2018; 2014), and illustrative
examples from around the world (for a detailed review, see Tschakert et al., 2019). Other, largely conceptual contributions explore
how a socially engaged ‘science of loss’ (Barnett et al., 2016) can help disentangle the dynamic and complex ways in which individuals
make trade-offs between what they consider acceptable and intolerable risks and losses (Tschakert et al., 2017). Attending to such
processes can open up space for a diverse range of climate experiences, knowledges, and practices – or ontological multiplicities – and
help illuminate blind spots, avert maladaptation, and account for irreversible losses in policy and practice in ways that are more
equitable and empowering (Johnson et al., 2021).
This paper draws on these contributions to mobilise a novel socially engaged and ontologically plural approach to examine how
individuals navigate loss and value trade-offs, now and into the future. Focusing on selected communities along an urban–rural
transect in Western Australia, we foreground the multifaceted and difficult decisions individuals consider based on what they value in
their communities and their everyday experiences with climate-induced risk, harm, and loss. We then identify how individual decision
making converges or diverges across our transect and highlight noteworthy absences. Our aim is twofold: (1) to identify and recognise
converging priorities and differences in how individuals envision climate futures; and (2) to consider the implications of this process of
individual navigating for on-the-ground adaptation, community deliberation, and climate policy.
2. Conceptual approach
In their call for a situated and socially engaged science of loss, Barnett et al. (2016) advanced a research agenda to understand what
people deem acceptable and intolerable losses when considering intangible risk and harm. Losses, they argued, occur when “people are
dispossessed of things that they value, and for which there are no commensurable substitutes” (Barnett et al., 2016, p. 977). Thus, a
science of loss starts with ‘lived values’ – i.e., “the valuations that individuals make, in isolation or as part of a group, about what is
important in their lives and the places where they live” (Graham et al., 2013, p. 49). It then investigates how climate and other forces
intersect to put those lived values at risk according to one’s positionality. Finally, it acknowledges the possibility of unavoidable and
irreplaceable damage, to engage with grief and overcome hopelessness and paralysis. Underlying this socially engaged science is the
desire to ground disembodied climate projections in everyday realities. Accepting the experience and inevitability of loss of what is
valued, and verbalising this loss, is a critical ingredient for mobilising climate action (Cassegård and Thörn, 2018).
Yet, individual lived values are seldom affected in isolation. Henrique and Tschakert (In Press) call attention to how the effects of
climatic events often accumulate to threaten multiple dimensions of health and well-being at once, influencing people’s everyday
concerns and actions. Put simply, people value many things simultaneously and are forced to prioritise what they value most when
allocating resources to cope with multidimensional threats. To account for these complex interactions, researchers need to better
2
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understand how individuals navigate change within the temporalities and imagined futures of their everyday realities (Edensor et al.,
2020). Visualising such a dynamic and relational space at the intersection of lived values, local climatic hazards, and observed and
potential losses (Fig. 1a) can elicit rich and situated personal accounts of risk and harm and illuminate present and future trade-offs
(see Section 4). The challenge then is how to disentangle people’s individual experiences and sometimes conflicting priorities, to
inform collective deliberations and just climate policy.
Inspired by this task, we draw on recent advances in research on climate adaptation at the intersection of the social and political
sciences and the environmental humanities. This scholarship invites us to take difference seriously (Nightingale et al., 2020; Tschakert
et al., 2021) by focusing on the multiple, relational, and partial ways through which climate change materialises and is enacted within
and across individual realities (Goldman et al., 2016). As Livingston argues, “climate inhabits different worlds” (Livingstone, 2012, p.
93). To understand these ‘climate worlds’, researchers must take into account “the networks and assemblages through and along which
climate is made manifest and the ontological politics at stake in [their] making” (Popke, 2016, p. 4) – also known as ontological
pluralism (Eriksen et al., 2021). In other words, researchers must appreciate the varied experiences, knowledges, and practices that are
gained from being in the landscape with climate (Bartolini and DeSilvey, 2021; Brace and Geoghegan, 2011). The goal is to move
beyond epistemological approaches that might sideline key information considered less (or not) important within normative
knowledge circles (Eriksen et al., 2021; Goldman et al., 2018; Klenk et al., 2017; Nightingale et al., 2020) in order to appreciate how
ontologically diverse climate worlds are created and made visible (Bartolini and DeSilvey, 2021; Goldman et al., 2016; Nightingale
et al., 2020).
Most importantly, these individual worlds or spaces of experience and decision making are not independent of one another, nor are
they static; they are rather co-constitutive and in permanent flux (Goldman et al., 2018, p. 2; see also Blaser, 2013). Attention to how
they converge, diverge, and interfere with one another can support the negotiation of differences in ways that embrace emergent
possibilities for identifying shared ground and minimise suffering (Goldman et al., 2016; Lavau, 2013). In the context of simultaneous
pressures, crises, and losses citizens face now and into the future, ontological pluralism thus provides a framework to identify and
support the navigation of difficult decisions and value trade-offs when divergent priorities or disagreements emerge (Fig. 1b). It also
invites us to resist the urge for consensus and instead accept tensions and conflict as potentially productive (Goldman et al., 2018),
fostering an ‘ethics of indispensability’ that recognises everyone as valued and valuable to achieving responsible and just adaptation
futures (Anguelovski and Pellow in Porter et al., 2020). In this way, it nurtures new solidarities across difference to support coexistence grounded in equity and justice (Henrique & Tschakert, 2020).
In what follows, we demonstrate a unique way of mobilising a socially engaged and ontologically plural science of risk, harm, and
loss to discursively and visually ‘open up the future’ (Ergen and Suckert, 2021) and depict how people navigate a changing climate
within and across their individual decision-making worlds. Our aim is to locate shared values, experiences, and priorities, acknowledge
differences, and identify pathways for negotiating just and equitable futures within and across communities.
3. Methods
3.1. Case study context
This study is part of a four-year project (2018–2022), funded by the Australian Research Council, that aims to examine whether and
how climate-induced losses occur in everyday places in the Southwest of Western Australia. Eight communities were selected along a

Fig. 1. Conceptual approach. (a) Decision-making space at the intersection of values (V), climatic hazards (C), and observed/anticipated losses (L);
(b) Overlapping individual decision-making worlds allow for identifying similar and divergent values and priorities.
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Fig. 2. Location and details for eight selected communities. The socioeconomic status classification is based on the Index of Relative Socioeconomic
Disadvantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016).

~400 km west-east transect encompassing urban to rural livelihoods and an annual rainfall gradient – from higher (785 mm in Perth)
to lower (321.7 mm in Southern Cross) (CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology, n.d) – across four agro-ecological zones, overlaid with
differential higher to lower socio-economic realities (Fig. 2).
The research area experiences a Mediterranean climate with hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters. Regional climate trends show
an increase in maximum and minimum temperatures, and declining annual rainfall (CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology, n.d). Although
summer rainfall has increased slightly by 0.2 mm/year between 1945 and 2018, winter rainfall has decreased by 2.2 mm/year over the
same period. Each community in our transect faces a different combination of climatic threats, namely fires, flooding, heatwaves (here
used synonymously with very hot days of 40◦ C or more), droughts, sea level rise, and/or river erosion (Table 1). All threats were
identified across communities (most often heatwaves, fires, and drought in the summer months), including some extreme events
highlighted by our participants, such as the 1987 floods in Kelmscott and the 2009 bushfires in Toodyay.
This paper focuses on face-to-face interviews and visual mapping conducted during Year 3 of the project, after the completion of an
online survey (n = 403), participatory mapping (n = 105), walking journeys (n = 69), and community workshops (n = 7) that
investigated various angles to local values and attachment to place. After the initial survey, participants interested in subsequent
activities were contacted by email or phone. Other residents were suggested and joined. The 83 participants in this phase were from a
variety of occupational backgrounds, with median annual household incomes ranging from <$30,000 to >$200,000 and diverse
experiences with climate-induced harm. Table 2 details the demographic composition of our sample per community, with only two
self-declared Indigenous participants.
3.2. Data collection
Drawing on Tschakert et al. (2017), we designed a methodologically novel approach to elicit first-person accounts of how people
consider trade-offs between the many things they value in the context of present and future impacts and threats from climate change. In
these 83 ‘trade-off’ interviews conducted between January and October 2020, each participant received 25 cards representing lived
values, including 14 generic values selected from the literature (see Tschakert et al., 2019, p. 60) and 11 values identified by residents
in earlier project activities (see Section 3.1). The latter reflected important place-specific aspects and/or values according to socioeconomic status and individuals’ positioning in society (e.g., having a ‘Good place to bring up children’ and ‘Being part of sports
Table 1
Climatic threats. Incidence per community (x = yes; o = no).
Community

Fire

Flooding

Heat wave

Drought

Sea level rise

River erosion

Attadale
Willagee
Darlington
Kelmscott
Toodyay
Northam
Merredin
Southern Cross

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
o
x
x
x
o
o

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
o
o
o
o
o
o

x
x
o
o
x
x
o
o
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Table 2
Demographic composition.
Community
Attadale
Willagee
Darlington
Kelmscott
Toodyay
Northam
Merredin
Southern Cross
Total (n)

Gender

Age

Total

Female

Male

≦55

>55

8
11
7
6
7
5
2
1
47

6
0
6
3
1
4
6
1
27

7
3
4
4
1
5
4
1
29

7
8
11
6
11
5
5
1
54

14
11
15
10
12
10
9
2
83

*Our sample included nine couples, excluded from the female/male counts.
**Due to size and composition, we divided our sample into working age (≤55) and near-retirement (>55) participants.

clubs’’). We asked participants to distribute and redistribute the cards across a large magnetic white board, in a two-part interview
(Fig. 3).
The first part of the interview focused on the present. Participants positioned the cards along the horizontal axis according to how
much they valued each item, from less valued (left) to most valued (right). Next, they evaluated the impacts that different climatic
threats had at the time or have had in the recent past on these valued items, by spreading the cards along the vertical axis, from no or
low impact (lower half) to high impact (upper half), and explaining the reasoning behind the positions. When participants described a
positive impact, we placed a green dot on the card.
In the second part of the interview, participants revaluated the positioning of their value cards by incorporating area-specific
climatic stressors over the next 10–30 years based on climate projections (CSIRO and Bureau of Meteorology, n.d), introduced first
at earlier community workshops. They moved a card if they thought its value or impact severity, or both, would increase or decrease
compared to the present. Blue magnets traced each card that was moved. At this stage, participants could also use the topmost section
of the board to signal extreme impacts. A red dot put on a card meant they considered a particular lived value non-salvageable. Finally,
we asked participants which values they would hold on to in a worst-case (RCP8.5) scenario, deliberating the idea of living without a
given value as potentially unbearable, and values they would be willing to let go or give up.
Each step of the conversation allowed time for additional probing and explanations. For example, participants explained their
adaptive measures to protect what they valued against climatic stressors, together with associated financial and/or transactional costs
and other side effects. They also had a chance to articulate how thinking about the future made them feel, and if they were surprised
about how they had set their priorities. These trade-off interviews followed a step-by-step interview guide (Appendix A), lasted
60–150 min, and were always conducted by at least two team members, including all authors: one interviewer, and one notetaker who
recorded all responses in detail and took pictures (with participant consent) to document the process.
3.3. Data analysis
Information gathered during the interviews was entered into Excel to record quadrant positions over the 2-dimensional decisionmaking space and capture the verbal descriptions provided for the value cards and their respective positions. This information offers a
detailed picture of our participants’ ways of engaging with climate hazards within their individual decision-making worlds, discussed
in Section 4.
The next analytical step was to examine the similarities and differences between our participants’ personal decision-making worlds
by juxtaposing their board positions in Excel for the 14 values that were identical across communities. We grouped values positioned

Fig. 3. Example of a trade-off interview.
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within the same quadrant (divided into sub-quadrants for a finer-grained analysis) and then created visualisations using the graphic
design software Illustrator. By mapping out the combined positions across communities, we were able to identify clusters (overlaps in
positions within the same quadrant) and movements from the present to the future. These clusters and movements then set the stage for
the third part of the analysis.
In this last step, we turned to the rich qualitative accounts of key values, defined as one or several of the following four: values
clustered in the upper-right (high value and high/extreme impact) and bottom-right (high value and no/low impact) quadrants; values
most often associated with positive effects; values identified as something to hold on to/let go of; and values with no discernible
clustering across the board. We analysed these key values in the qualitative data analysis software NVivo, using both deductive and
inductive coding. Deductive coding allowed us to analyse participant descriptions in relation to themes derived from our interview
steps, namely present impacts and future threats or risks (here used interchangeably). We then used inductive coding to draw out
specific themes that were relevant to a particular value (e.g., types of species affected for ‘Plants and animals around me’ and emotions
for ‘Being mentally and emotionally healthy’).
This three-step analysis allows us to examine how our participants’ values and experiences with climate change converge and
diverge, and the complex ways they entwine. These data can inform the negotiation of collective priorities while also revealing
patterns of valuation that might obscure other, less acknowledged climate realities. Results from this analysis are presented in Section
4 (for one individual) and Section 5 (combined across participants). All authors conducted data entry and the two first authors shared
responsibility for analysis, visualisation, and validation.
4. One individual decision-making world
We begin with illustrating one individual decision-making world. We chose participant A17 – a middle-aged woman and long-term
resident of Attadale, a higher-income community, just south of the Swan River in Perth. Her values and experiences are representative
of the majority of the sample – white, middle-aged, and female – and align with recurrent insights across all 8 communities (see Section
5). The decision-making world of A17 (Fig. 4) captures the extent to which climate-induced hazards (present and future) threaten the
things she values most in her home community: her surrounding natural environment – i.e., the river, the foreshore, and other pro
tected areas, and plants and animals more broadly – as well as other qualities of the suburb, her relationship to community and family,
and her personal mental and emotional health. Her rich descriptions reveal how these values are deeply interconnected and

Fig. 4. Decision-making world (present and future) of participant A17. Dark dots indicate values A17 moved when envisioning the future.
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endangered by climatic and non-climatic stressors both near and far.
A17’s attachment to the river and the foreshore are rooted in the enjoyment these areas bring to her, her community, and beyond.
She explains:
“We are so fortunate to have the foreshore. That area is highly valued by many people; it promotes love for the suburb. A lot of people use
the foreshore because they don’t have anything like it where they live.”
According to her, the impacts of climate change in the area, particularly the erosion of the riverbank, hot days, and drying trends,
are already visible. Although flooding and fire are not everyday occurrences, they too represent threats to the community. Such
threats, she relays, generate great anxiety, exacerbated by media coverage and personal accounts of the catastrophic fires in Australia’s
eastern states – the ‘Black Summer’ of 2019–20: “What is happening on the East Coast and Kangaroo Island [in South Australia] has put a lot
of stress on everyone.”
Despite these visible impacts and potential future threats, possibly worse, A17 criticises local developers’ failure to acknowledge
and incorporate climate change in their plans for the area, highlighting the double threat that plants and animals experience, from both
climate and urban development pressures, within and beyond the suburb. According to her, the sidelining of environmental consid
erations, mainly from politicians and developers, was particularly visible in a proposed project for a wave park along the foreshore and
the subsequent community mobilising and resistance: “People develop their sense of community more if they think the things they value are
threatened”.
Nonetheless, getting involved in community matters is not always easy for A17. She stresses how her age has proven to be a real
obstacle:
“The voices of older people are usually disregarded. It is a common expression: ‘When people retire, they become invisible’. There is a
lack of respect… There are people who don’t acknowledge you, particularly young people”.
Still, this has not deterred her from engaging neighbours and participating in local groups to advocate for local parks and reserves,
foster a local sense of community, and defend what she loves about her suburb. Rather than a hindrance, she embraces her age as a
‘cloak of invisibility’ that allows her to advance climate action unimpeded. This, in turn, sustains her agency, dignity, and identity and
allows her to keep anxiety at bay.
“[My] invisibility both undermines and motivates my agency… People who have grey hair are able to do things that other people can’t.
People discount you [but] you do it [anyway] because you think ‘what do I have to lose’?”
These efforts notwithstanding, the effects of weather and climate on her body and her pets already impinge on community building:
“When it is hot, it is hard to walk the dogs [so] I go at night and that leads to a decline in community because there is no one outside”. Changing
her daily routine erodes ordinary encounters that are central to the social fabric, also undermining other values, such as maintaining
her identity within the community. At home, she faces another set of challenges. Her husband, she says, is a climate denier, which
creates tension in the family, so she avoids talking about climate change with him. Even with such visible drawbacks, A17 welcomes
the challenges ahead: “Everything [I do] is insufficient, because it is a global issue, but you need to do your part… Global movements start at
the local level”.
Doing one’s part, A17 contends, will become even more important in the face of expected climate realities in the next 10–30 years.
She anticipates that most of the things she values in her community will be highly affected, some even in extreme ways and potentially
lost forever. The latter include the river, the foreshore, protected areas, plants and animals, and the therapeutic value of being in and
enjoying Attadale as it exists today. She expects these losses to weaken her determination to stay and fight to maintain the existing
qualities of her suburb and eventually drive her away:
“I might become disenchanted… If there are no protections against cutting trees coming from the city, and taking climate impacts into
account, what I love about this suburb would be destroyed. Then, I might move away, but where would I go?”
She prefers not to contemplate the possibility of relocating because it means she would lose her current connection to place and her
sense of community. Instead, she remains cautiously optimistic: “Plants and animals might not be able to survive, they will certainly suffer,
but people might step up”. When asked to indicate which values she would hold on to, no matter what happened, she insisted that she
could not go on without plants and animals and having her own home:
“You might not be able to do everything [but] we will hold on to having a home here and our plants for as long as we can. If this goes, it is
a chain reaction. It is all connected to living here.”
5. Similarities and differences across individual decision-making worlds
Like A17, the large majority of the 83 participants saw their values affected or at risk from one or several climatic hazards. Although
each participant’s decision-making world was different, they overlapped in many interesting ways. Some of these overlaps were ex
pected (e.g., many would firstly hold on to their families). Others confirmed our hunches, such as the extent to which climatic threats
already affect mental and emotional health, or their widespread positive influence on sense of community (more details below). Fig. 5
illustrates these overlaps in clusters. It also depicts the percentage of participants who believe certain values might not be salvageable
and the trade-offs they foresee when considering worse threats in the future. Finally, as shown in Fig. 5, some values do not overlap (or
cluster) in any discernible way (e.g., the need to protect ‘Aboriginal sites, history, and knowledge’ in the future), suggesting a lack of
agreement about what should be prioritised or not addressed at all.
These recognisable overlaps do not mean that participants experience climatic impacts on lived values in identical ways, nor that
7
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Fig. 5. Analysis of 14 common ‘lived values’ across the eight communities. (a) Lived value clusters, present and future – the size of the spheres
indicates the number of participants who positioned that value within the sub-quadrant; (b) Percentage of participants (length of the bars) who:
describe positive climate impacts on lived values (present and future); see certain values as potentially unsalvageable under future climatic threats;
and articulate value trade-offs imagining a worst-case scenario. The ultimate counts distinguish between values participants would hold on to and
those they would be willing to let go of, considering severe threats and low adaptation.

they make similar choices. Their experiences remain differentiated through geographical location and associated exposure to climatic
hazards (e.g., flooding is more common near larger water bodies), as well as participants’ positioning in society and intersecting axes of
difference, including class, gender, and age (for a detailed analysis, see Henrique and Tschakert, In Press). While heatwave was the
hazard most often described as affecting all values, each value presents its own combination of often coinciding climatic forces (Fig. 6).
5.1. Convergences
Across our sample, the most significant overlaps appear at the intersection of highly treasured and highly affected lived values
(upper-right corner), as captured in the clustering of ‘Plants and animals around me’, ‘Being mentally and emotionally healthy’, and ‘Sense
8
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Fig. 6. Lived values and climatic threats.

of community’ (Fig. 5). We foreground how these values become entangled to influence participants’ priorities and trade-offs.
5.1.1. Plants and animals around me
‘Plants and animals around me’ represents the most substantial cluster of agreement across individual decision-making worlds.
Virtually all participants attributed the erosion of their natural environment to climatic hazards (98.8%), particularly drought (50.6%)
and heatwaves (42%), affecting their homes, their gardens, farms, and neighbourhoods. Respondents were particularly concerned
about bird life, and several commented on their disappearance from their everyday spaces:
“You don’t see certain birds anymore, even in your own garden. We used to have red-capped parrots… but I haven’t seen them for a year
now.” (A8)
“I can’t remember the last time I heard a kookaburra.” (D4)
The perceived effects of droughts and heatwaves on other fauna was also widespread, including concerns about pets, native species
such as bandicoots, kangaroos, lizards, and bees, as well as flora, particularly trees, and the interconnections between them. The
changes our participants observe in animal and plant composition and distribution, and their links to climate change, are not
necessarily informed by scientific consensus, yet they still play an important role in prioritising and allocating resources (including
9
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money, energy, and time) to nurture and protect local environments.
The suffering of animals, both near and far, was central to many accounts and often triggered visceral emotional responses. This is
perhaps in part because the interviews were conducted during or immediately following the 2019/20 bushfires in Eastern Australia,
which generated disturbing media coverage of burned or killed wildlife, especially koalas and kangaroos:
“I feel sorry for all the bloody koalas on Kangaroo Island.” (A5)
“I think every day they must suffer as we do.” (T10)
Such emotive responses draw attention to the interconnectedness between our respondents’ well-being and that of their natural
surroundings, for instance: “All the plants are dying. The animals are suffering too, and some are dying. There is no food and no water for
them. This affects my mental health” (M7).
When we asked participants to engage with likely futures, risks for plants and animals were seen as even higher. Their survival,
some participants insist, is contingent on concerted government action, on top of their own adaptability. Half of all respondents believe
that plants and animals would be extremely affected (50%) or would no longer be salvageable in 15–20 years (44.4%). Only a very
small minority envisions that some animals may be able to adapt in place or relocate to safer grounds. Such a bleak outlook combined
with the value participants ascribe to local environmental health informs their priorities. Many insist they will hold on to plants and
animals as they are “non-negotiable” (D16), intrinsically connected to other values such as their ability to be mentally and emotionally
healthy, and hence imperative for preservation.
Picturing a worst-case climate-changed future allowed participants to confront potentially irreversible changes and identify what
constitutes acceptable and intolerable losses to them: “If the climate becomes extreme, I will have to shift priorities and prioritise some
animals and plants over others” (K11). For others, holding on to hope or even embracing denial makes it possible to visualise a future
where some harm would indeed be inevitable, perhaps even acceptable: “[The natural environment] might be impacted and diminished but
[it] can be retrieved. It won’t be the same, it will be different, but it is not beyond salvation” (A8). Such acceptance of potential loss is
corroborated by a subset of participants (12.3%) who indicated preparedness to let go of plants and animals as they exist today.
In contrast, participants indicated greater willingness to let go of ‘Enjoying protected areas and green spaces’, with 21% being pre
pared to give up their ability to enjoy parks, nature reserves, and other green spaces. The comparatively higher valuation of ‘Plants and
animals around me’ highlights the importance of preserving ecosystems beyond bounded green spaces such as parks and reserves, to
include neighbourhood spaces where people can encounter, nurture, and appreciate animals and plants daily. This valuation of local
flora and fauna also suggests patterns of emotional attachment to place that constitute significant shared ground for our participants.
5.1.2. Being mentally and emotionally healthy
The second noteworthy cluster captures climatic impacts on people’s mental and emotional health and everyday experiences with
harm and loss (Fig. 5). Adverse impacts, above all from fire (35.8%), generate anxiety, worry, and stress (26.5%) as well as feelings of
being trapped, overwhelmed, guilty, depressed, devastated, and hopeless. Many struggle to remain optimistic, as encapsulated by
K16’s assertion: “I can’t think of anything else besides having a complete mental breakdown”. As relayed by one participant: “I was at the
point of being suicidal. It doesn’t get more impacted than that” (K12). These emotions are not only tied to localised effects but also to those
experienced elsewhere, amplified in the media, including the 2019–20 Black Summer (see Section 5.1.1):
“[My mental and emotional health] is affected by the things that are happening on the east Coast. It is devastating, it is awful, it has
changed the way I look at the world.” (W6)
“The 2009 fire did have an effect on our mental health. Although we weren’t burnt, survivor guilt is ghastly.” (T17)
At home, and prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, residents also described how they often felt trapped by very high temperatures that
prevented them from seeking refuge and solace in the outdoors, or connecting with others within their communities:
“My mental health has been impacted more than my physical health… being inside with the aircon on makes me feel like I am back in the
office. It affects my mental health.” (A1)
“Staying inside isolates people.” (K15)
Several participants (66.7%) believe it will become increasingly difficult to protect their mental and emotional health as the climate
changes, and 20% moved this value card into the extreme space when considering the future. Particularly older participants felt that
their ability to enjoy the spaces they love within their communities (including beaches and protected areas) would be significantly
affected by climatic stressors, either because of practical impediments to visiting or changes beyond recognition. They might also be
forced to relocate, as M5 acknowledges: “Things will be much harder. I will most likely move and will be sad to leave the area.” Hence, for
many, protecting their mental and emotional health would require investing in other values, including plants and animals, family, and
sense of community:
“Caring for plants and animals is essential to good mental health.” (D16)
“I will seek connections with family and community, work against a sense of isolation.” (A8)
Other participants also highlight the potential of climate change to connect people through compassion and empathy: “We react to
what is on the news, you have an emotional response to that, it resonates with your humanness” (D2).
Given the prominent position of mental and emotional health in the top-right quadrant of our board, it is not surprising that almost
half of our participants (46.9%) would want to hold on to it, just as to their families, as described by M2: “I am very independent. If I lost
my mental health, the other things would stop mattering so much”. For many, mental and emotional health is a central, orienting lived
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value whose loss would be intolerable: “If you are not mentally healthy, you are toast” (A15).
5.1.3. Sense of community
The third cluster denotes a strengthened local sense of community, despite or because of the impacts of climatic hazards on people’s
values, according to almost half of our participants (44.4%). Many narrated how past extreme events had brought the community
together:
“Because we had that huge fire here, people came together, there was a lot of connection and empathy. People come together when they
are threatened.” (K16)
“We experienced a very strong sense of community after the 2009 fire. When terrible things happen, communities come together.” (T17)
These positive experiences notwithstanding, some participants describe how climate extremes can also drive the community apart,
for instance during heatwaves that trap people inside their homes (see Section 4) or because of conflicting views regarding the
anthropogenic aspects of the forces witnessed: “Because of climate change, the community is more divided. Climate change has affected
conversations… we are still a community, but a division exists” (M2).
Many fear that these negative effects will become amplified in the future, and that climate change will fragment their communities,
more so than to date. Others remain hopeful that social cohesion will grow in the face of bigger threats, if residents remain in place (a
conditional statement particularly relevant for shrinking rural towns). Others still are unsure about the directionality of change.
“People could pack up and leave. People could also continue to fight for the community. Community could go either way.” (M2)
“Climate change will band community together to a point, but it might get to a threshold point in which it becomes overwhelming and
conflict ensues.” (D11)
Across our sample, there is some agreement that it is difficult to overcome differences and band together to address collective
challenges, revealing the political dimensions of building community. As one participant from a higher socioeconomic location
contends: “I am protective of people moving in here without the same values. There is an expectation moving in here. You don’t realise when you
buy a house here that there is a job to be done” (D13). This draws attention to processes of inclusion and exclusion when building
community, captured by another participant: “People appear community minded, but it is very cliquey. If you don’t have children or are not
part of a club, you are not part of the community” (A15).
5.2. Divergences and omissions
As important as the overlapping priorities and trade-offs identified above are the moments where residents’ preferences and their
experiences and knowledges of climatic hazards diverged. This is perhaps most evident in the differentiated value and level of risk
assigned to ‘Aboriginal sites, history, and knowledge’, reflected in the uneven distribution of this value card across the board: 20.7% of
our predominantly non-Indigenous sample considered it highly valued and highly impacted; 35.4% highly valued but with little or no
impact; and 34.1% less valued and hardly or not at all affected.
Some participants, including a female Noongar Elder, described ‘Aboriginal sites, history, and knowledge’ as a core personal value,
detailing how Aboriginal spaces are harmed by climatic hazards and how Aboriginal knowledge could inform responses to the climate
crisis:
“[Aboriginal sites] are highly important due to passing on knowledge. Fires have a positive impact on Aboriginal knowledge, [because] it
gains importance. Fires over east could have been less severe if Aboriginal knowledge had been used.” (N12)
Yet, many others had difficulty identifying with Aboriginal spaces and practices and considering how they might be affected by
climatic threats. This does not necessarily mean our participants believe Aboriginal values were less or not important to society.
Rather, many insisted they were ill positioned to offer an informed opinion: “Aboriginal people are the ones that should be speaking about
this. They are much more aware of this stuff than me” (T10). Underlying such resistance to weigh in was an honest discussion about their
lack of engagement with and knowledge about Aboriginal cultures:
“It’s not that it doesn’t have value, but I haven’t got into it much. I don’t know much about it.” (W14)
“I don’t know enough. Aboriginal people may well say yes, but no impacts that I can talk about.” (T6)
While a small number of participants (5%) insisted that losing ‘Aboriginal sites, history, and knowledge’ would be intolerable, such a
lack of knowing would compel some, even if reluctantly, to let go of this value, as captured in the following quotes:
“This will suffer. If I have to prioritise, this will have to go.” (A15)
“I would let go of this in a most extreme case, but it would not be a nice way to live.” (W2)
Equally relevant are the omissions or non-verbalised aspects that shine through participants’ accounts. Although the synergies
identified in section 5.1 provide rich and nuanced descriptions of how climatic hazards affect most valued things, our participants were
notably silent on other dimensions of (intangible) harm. For instance, they collectively overlooked links between climatic stressors and
the ability to live with dignity. Such silence does not mean that living a dignified life is seen as unimportant. On the contrary, almost
82% stated this was something they valued very highly. Yet, many struggled to see how their dignity could be affected by climateinduced hazards, now and in the future, with considerations for dignity most often seen in relation to age, health, or socioeco
nomic status.
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A similar lacuna was evident with respect to ‘Maintaining my identity’, also something that people value highly. Identity was seen by
most participants as an internal or autonomous value independent of climatic changes, albeit sometimes strengthened by adaptive
action. As conveyed by one participant: “I’ll still be who I am, hopefully!” (D5).
These seeming omissions of dignity and identity suggest that, within and across individual decision-making worlds, these are values
our participants do not anticipate losing. This may be influenced by the composition of our sample and associated worldviews – largely
shaped by Eurocentric values and Cartesian thinking that separate the transcendent self from the material world. We reflect on the
implications of such separation in juxtaposition with alternative ontological perspectives below.
6. Discussion and conclusions
The 2019/20 Black Summer in south-eastern Australia served as a stark reminder of the obliterating forces of anthropogenic
climate change. It destroyed ecosystems and reconfigured lives and livelihoods, with many communities still struggling to recover over
a year later (Vardoulakis et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2020) and some further afflicted by severe subsequent flooding (Kemter et al. 2021).
Without doubt, these and other extreme events and compounding non-climatic threats that afflict citizens worldwide will intensify.
Hence, they require urgent and coordinated adaptive action. They also require imagination to negotiate the temporalities and spa
tialities of imminent and imagined futures, protect what is valued most, avoid maladaptation, and learn to live with altered daily
rhythms (Edensor et al., 2020; Fazey et al., 2016; Friberg, 2021; Wise et al., 2014). This is because people have different ideas about
what constitutes a desirable future, including tolerable and intolerable losses in everyday spaces (Henrique and Tschakert, In Press).
The challenge then is to identify which losses matter and to whom (Hanna et al., 2021), track how preferences might change with time
(Nalau et al., 2021), and deliberate context-relevant adaptation trajectories based on acceptable and just trade-offs (Barnett et al.,
2016; Tschakert et al., 2017).
Here, we have advanced a unique socially engaged and ontologically plural approach to elicit individual experiences of climatic
hazards, and probe how, together, they can inform deliberative processes to navigate risks on the ground. As Friberg (2021) suggests,
such approaches are needed to open up possible futures and draw them into the present. Our findings demonstrate the importance of
considering the interconnectedness between intangible risks and harms to comprehend what individuals and communities stand to
lose (McNamara et al., 2021). For most participants in our urban–rural transect in Western Australia, climate change undeniably
undermines their mental and emotional health, and the health of their surrounding (and supporting) ecosystems. The way these values
become entangled through everyday experiences of risk, harm, and loss, articulated in the shared suffering of human and more-thanhuman beings, points to a larger looming mental health crisis fuelled by the decimation of species and associated human-environment
relations. Yet, the act of visualising potentially inevitable changes and irreversible losses braces our participants to confront their
anxieties and convert their emotional responses into action to protect what they value most, individually and collectively (see also
Stanley et al., 2021).
Understanding how people’s values and experiences with climate change converge and diverge across individual decision-making
worlds provides entry points for deliberating and envisioning sustainable and socially just climate adaptation. First, shared values and
experiences with climatic risk, harm, and loss can equip communities with a common vocabulary to voice concerns and consider
options to avoid futures they collectively deem intolerable. Second, such experiential linkages stretch beyond local and regional
administrative boundaries to produce what Massey (2004, p. 10; building on Robinson, 1999) called an extended ‘relational
groundedness’ that ties communities together through compassion and empathy. Such entangled responsibility points to opportunities
to scale up local individual and community action based on the values people share, across distant yet interconnected environments.
Third, the deliberate focus on loss in these decision-making worlds counters one’s potential urge to be naively hopeful and optimistic.
As Cassegård and Thörn (2018) argue, the ability to engage with and ultimately accept loss can free up thinking to salvage what should
and could be saved, redress wrongs, and prefigure a better society.
Still, as our analysis also demonstrates, people’s priorities do not always converge. Values that are significant to one person or
group might be (or become) secondary to others in the face of exacerbated harms, limited resources, and dilemmas about difficult
trade-offs. In seeking pluralistic discourses, the challenge is how best to learn from those often sidelined in deliberative processes and
to nurture an inclusive sense of community. The latter builds on shared ground and actively resists exclusionary processes. The reality
of divergences underscores the importance of recognition in collective deliberations over what to protect and how, across individual
preferences and concerns. Although the overlaps in our sample are vital for identifying possible shared ground, the divergences
encountered suggest openings for more attentive negotiation of differences and future scholarship that makes such (dis)connections
more tangible.
For instance, more research is needed regarding the uneven ways in which the legacies and implications of Australia’s colonial past
shape non-Indigenous citizens’ valuation of Aboriginal heritage. Our predominantly white sample points toward a shared recognition
amongst the latter that their knowledge of Aboriginal heritage and culture is limited. Learning through Country and Indigenous
stewardship (e.g., Kwaymullina, 2016) would broaden and enrich relational community building and foster recognition. Moreover, a
more nuanced understanding of how dignity and identity intersect with climatic threats is needed. We noted a gap, even denial, in
individual accounts regarding these two lived values. This is surprising giving literature that captures consequences such as reduced
self-esteem, eroded sense of self, and feelings of shame, disempowerment, and alienation (Alston and Kent, 2008; Bryant and Garnham,
2015; Cunsolo and Ellis, 2018; Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013; Lavrillier, 2013; Rigby et al., 2011; Whyte, 2017). These omissions differ
substantially from relational and holistic perspectives of navigating crises, particularly those enshrined in Indigenous worldviews
(Plumwood, 1999; Stewart-Harawira, 2020; Weir, 2021; Whyte, 2018).
Critical scholarship on loss and just adaptation should not shy away from divergences and omissions. It is now well established that
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adaptation trajectories are inherently political, with inevitable dissonance and disagreements (Calliari et al., 2020; Eriksen et al., 2021;
2015). What matters, as Kenis (2019) citing Mouffe (2005; 2000) argues, is what we make of this political space: if it gets stifled,
historical injustices and chasms can morph into unmanageable conflicts. If, instead, individuals and groups can accept tensions and
divergences, recognising the legitimacy of other viewpoints, for instance through relational listening (Bourgault du Coudray, 2020), it
becomes possible to engage more productively in deliberation over the content and directions of desirable futures. This entails
embracing rather than sidestepping the thorny questions of whose lives, human and more-than-human, are secured or sacrificed
(Tschakert, 2020). Ultimately, deliberations about viable and just community-driven adaptation will have to complement sectoral and
systemic adaptation planning that often remains devoid of attention to place-based values and visions for ethical co-existence.
While this article focuses on a subset of values and associated experiences of risk and harm, there are many other aspects in life
people hold dear and could not tolerate living without, within and across their communities, which require attention. Further work is
also needed to locate systematic vulnerabilities and everyday adaptation limits in what Bendell (2018) calls ‘deep adaptation’
(including ‘surviving with valued norms’, relinquishment, and restoration), in order to shape climate action and policy. Our innovative
methodology made visible to our participants – and arguably more tangible than mainstream scenario approaches of envisioning
climate futures – some benefits of actively engaging with and taking ownership of anticipated changes and the irreversible losses they
may entail. Learning how to navigate present and future risks is necessarily ‘slow research’ that resists the urgency to quantify,
synthesise, and produce policy-ready results (Adams et al., 2014; Edensor et al., 2020; Tschakert et al., 2019). Instead, it prioritises
situated and nuanced accounts. It is attentive to difference to avoid obscuring and erasing the values and priorities of those less vocal
and/or powerful within their respective communities. Based on our findings, we posit that difference is neither automatically
reconcilable nor inevitably polarising. It is possible to identify shared values and priorities while recognising different perspectives and
experiences to overcome epistemological and ontological limitations that constrain our collective ability to address the climate crisis.
We argue that attention to difference allows us to create spaces for negotiating inevitable trade-offs in ways that are context-relevant,
just, and open to radical hope and imagination.
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